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Introduction
The past decade has seen increasing numbers of government programs funded to support vulnerable families 
with young children. Supported playgroups are one important strategy in Australia’s current family policies that 
are provided in all states and territories (ARTD, 2008). National policies have increasingly invested in family support 
programs, such as supported playgroups. Despite known challenges in engaging vulnerable families in support 
programs, little is known about the capacity of supported playgroups to effectively engage families to achieve 
desired outcomes. This project explores family patterns of attendance in supported playgroups and examines the 
extent to which parental characteristics and experiences of the playgroup explain variations in engagement. The 
findings can inform the delivery of other family support programs.
Supported playgroups are distinct from the traditional community playgroup model (parent-run groups) because 
they are funded to have a paid facilitator who is employed to coordinate and deliver weekly sessions. Many 
supported playgroup programs are funded for a specific period of time (usually nine to 12 months) after which 
time groups are expected to transition (with support) to a community playgroup, run by parents. Since 2006, 
national and state funding has been provided for supported playgroup programs for families who have high-level 
support needs (Dadich & Spooner, 2008; ARTD, 2008). Supported playgroups are provided through community 
organisations. High-level support needs are defined as culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) families, 
including refugee families; Indigenous families; young mothers; socially isolated families; families in which parents 
have substance abuse problems or mental illness; low socioeconomic families; and families with children with 
special needs (ARTD, 2008). Underpinning the supported playgroup model is the assumption that these families 
are at increased risks for stressful life circumstances and have low social support, as a result of economic pressures 
or specific social conditions. Such  factors hinder parents’ capacity to effectively engage with, and benefit  
from, traditional self-managed playgroups that are designed to support parents and the development of their 
young children. 
Supported playgroups have largely been implemented in the absence of strong theoretical or empirical evidence 
about their effectiveness to promote positive outcomes for parents and children from vulnerable families. Despite 
widely recognised challenges in engaging vulnerable families in early intervention and support programs, little is 
known about the capacity of supported playgroups to effectively engage and retain such families. To date, research 
into playgroup programs has been largely qualitative (Dadich & Spooner, 2008), with the exception of recent work 
by Hancock and colleagues, which indicates that playgroup participation may improve children’s developmental 
outcomes (Hancock et al., 2011) and mothers’ social support networks (Hancock, 2011). Of particular note, is that 
Hancock and colleagues in their analyses of data from Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of Australian 
Children found that the most disadvantaged children were the most likely to benefit from playgroup participation. 
However, they were also the more likely to not attend any playgroup program (Hancock et al., 2011). This evidence 
was found in a population sample of parents who identified as having attended any playgroup or similar program, 
but not specifically supported playgroups. In fact there has been minimal research attention paid to supported 
playgroups, with the exception of qualitative and descriptive studies such as those reported by Playgroup Australia 
(2002), Jackson (2011) and Matthews (2011). These reports described the various ways in which parents gained 
support through attending a supported playgroup and the types of functions and roles that facilitators play. 
Disadvantaged families typically under-enrol in mainstream programs and drop out earlier and at higher rates 
than more advantaged families (Barlow et al., 2005; Ireys, DeVer & Chernoff, 2001). Participation rates in preventive 
parenting interventions are commonly reported at only 20% (Gorman-Smith et al., 2002). Our recent evaluation 
of an early parenting intervention found that the targeted disadvantaged families attended an average of 58% 
of offered sessions (Nicholson, Berthelsen, & Vogel, 2008). At a population level, these patterns of poor reach and 
retention undermine potential program effectiveness. Social inequalities are exacerbated because families with 
high support needs are left behind (Cortis, Katz, & Chernoff, 2009). Parenting interventions and family support 
programs will have limited social benefits if they do not engage the targeted populations.  
This study undertakes an important first step in establishing an evidence base for supported playgroup programs 
by describing participants in supported playgroups and determining the factors associated with variations in 
parent attendance and engagement. The research objectives are: (1) to describe patterns of parent attendance 
and engagement in supported playgroups; (2) to evaluate parental perceptions and experiences of supported 
playgroups; and (3) to examine the extent to which parents’ experiences of the program, individual and family 
characteristics, and program factors (including the characteristics of facilitators), explain variation in attendance. 
Findings will inform the future development and implementation of supported playgroup programs, and also the 
broader field of family support programs in which engaging parents is a significant problem.
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Methodology
A total of 18 supported playgroups operating under the auspices of Playgroup Queensland participated in the 
study. Groups were selected in order to include representation from a number of urban and regional areas of 
Queensland and a range of target populations. Across the 18 groups, there were 12 facilitators. The facilitators 
were briefed by a member of the research team about the research methodology. Facilitators were responsible 
for recruiting parents in their playgroups into the research project. While members of the research team did 
visit some of the groups, it was more appropriate for facilitators, who had existing relationships with attending 
families, to undertake recruitment. This was also a practical decision because the playgroups were located 
across the state, while the research team was based in Brisbane.
The 18 supported playgroups were located in five different geographic regions of Queensland. Seven were 
targeted towards general low socioeconomic or socially isolated families. Two playgroups were each targeted 
towards Indigenous families, children with an autistic spectrum disorder, families experiencing hearing 
impairment, and young parents. The remaining three playgroups were targeted to involve grandparents, families 
with a non-English speaking background, and parents with mental health issues. The groups were at different 
stages of development at the time of the research. Some were close to transition time when the funding for a 
facilitator of the group would cease while other playgroups had just begun their time with a paid facilitator.
Recruitment of families
Recruitment of parent participants occurred from September 2010 to April 2011. The term, parent, is used 
throughout this report to denote the caregiver who attended the supported playgroup with the child. At times, 
this was a grandparent or other kinship carer as described later in this report. Facilitators were asked to recruit 
all current members of their playgroup as well as inviting any new parents joining the playgroup during the 
recruitment period to participate in the research. Parents were provided with written and verbal information and 
provided written consent for participation. Participants provided their contact details and consent to two phone 
interviews. The first phone interview was conducted by a member of the research team as soon as possible after 
the written consent form was received. A follow-up phone interview was conducted approximately six months 
after the initial interview. The actual mean time interval between interviews was 6.7 months (ranging from 5.5 
to 9.3 months). Along with the recruitment of parents and return of signed consent forms, facilitators were also 
responsible for completing weekly attendance data and ratings of group and family engagement in the program 
in a group record book. Facilitators were also invited to complete a written survey about their background and 
experiences with supported playgroups.
Parent phone interview
Parent phone interviews were completed as soon as possible following recruitment into the study (Time 1) 
and then repeated six months later (Time 2). At Time 1 parents were asked to provide socio-demographic 
information. The interview schedule included questions about the ages of the children who the parents took to 
the playgroup; their relationship to those children; children’s dates of birth; parental age at birth of first child; 
parental level of education; and whether the parent had an Indigenous or non-English speaking background. 
Parents were also asked at Time 1 how they had found out about the playgroup which they attended; their 
intentions to continue attending or not; why they had decided to join the group; and what barriers might 
prevent them in the future from attending the playgroup on a weekly basis. They were also asked if they had 
attended any other similar playgroup programs in the previous year and whether or not they felt that the 
parents in their playgroup could continue to run the group when funding for a paid facilitator ended.
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At both Time 1 and Time 2, parents were asked to indicate their marital and employment status, main source 
of income for the family, the number of people living in their household and how frequently they had moved 
house. Participants also rated the extent to which they felt their neighbourhood was a good place to bring up 
children, and responded to four items exploring their sense of connection with their neighbourhood. They also 
responded at both interviews to questions about their parenting practices including the frequency of various 
home learning activities in which they engaged with their child; frequency of expressions of parenting warmth 
and irritability; parenting self-efficacy; personal wellbeing and experience of depression; and overall health 
status.
In addition, at Time 2, parents were asked whether, or not, they were still attending the playgroup that they  
were attending at Time 1 and, if not, the reasons why they had left. Parents rated their degree of satisfaction 
with the group as a whole and with the facilitator. They responded to questions measuring the extent to which 
they felt they had realised certain benefits from attending the playgroup. Parents were also asked whether they 
had any social contact with any other parents from the playgroup outside of sessions and to what extent they 
had experienced particular barriers to regular attendance. Parents were also asked whether their playgroup 
experiences had met their overall expectations. They were asked about how long they had been participating 
in playgroups since the birth of their first child. At both interviews, parents were also asked to comment on any 
aspects of their experiences of playgroup that they would like to share.
Group record books
Facilitators completed weekly attendance data for each family and also provided a rating on three scales 
about the level of parent engagement at each session. These scales tapped parent engagement with other 
parents (response options ranged from ‘did not talk to other parents’ to ‘talked to many other parents’); parent 
engagement with child (response options ranged from ‘mostly left child to own activities’ to ‘played with 
child most of the time’); and parent engagement with the facilitator (response options ranged from ‘no direct 
conversation’ to ‘extensive conversation on child/ family issues’). After each session the facilitator also completed 
ratings on six items about the group processes for the session. These six items rated the extent to which 
parents helped to plan activities; set up and pack up activities; overall level of group cohesion; level of active 
participation by the group members; and the degree to which there  were distractions or unanticipated 
events that caused disruption to the session.
Facilitator survey
Facilitators were invited to complete a written survey towards the end of the data collection period. Questions 
on the survey included a mix of open-ended and closed questions. Facilitators were asked to provide 
demographic and employment status information. The questions asked about age, gender, education level, 
nature of previous employment experiences, and level of prior experience in work with children and families. 
Facilitators were asked about the extent to which they believed that playgroups provided benefits for the 
parents; their views about the main barriers to family attendance; and their ideas on how parents could be 
supported to attend more regularly. Facilitators also commented on the extent to which routine and structure 
were important within a playgroup session. Ratings on their satisfaction with initial training, ongoing support, 
resources, and venues were also requested; as well as the extent to which they felt their training had prepared 
them to work effectively with children and families. Finally, facilitators were invited to comment on the most 
enjoyable and the most challenging aspects of their work and to rate their overall satisfaction with their work.
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Participating families  
and their children
A total of 128 parents provided written consent to participate in the research. Time 1 interviews were completed 
by 118 parents (92%). Time 1 phone interviews were generally not able to be completed because the phone 
numbers provided were not connected at the time of calling or that repeated calls were not answered. Of the 
participants who completed the Time 1 interviews, 100 participants (85%) completed Time 2 interviews. Two 
participants withdrew from the study while the 16 other participants from Time 1 were unable to be contacted 
at Time 2.
Those who completed both interviews were significantly older (on average, five years older) than parents who 
completed the Time 1 interviews only. Indigenous parents were less likely to complete Time 2 interviews than 
non-Indigenous parents. Parents who reported being single at Time 1 were also less likely to complete Time 2 
interviews than participants who had partners.
Research participants took a total of 156 children to the playgroups. The children ranged in age from one month 
to five years. The mean age of all children attending was 30 months. The ages of attending children are shown, 
by age group, in Figure 1. The number of children parents took to the playgroup ranged from one to four. 
However, the majority (71%) took only one child. 
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Figure 1: Number of children attending by age group
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Family demographics
Relationship to child:  Most research participants were mothers (88%, n = 102);  
however, 3% (n = 3) were fathers; and 9% (n = 11) were grandparents or other kinship carers.
Cultural background:  There were 16% (n = 18) Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander parent participants. A further 
15% of participants (n = 17) were from a non-English speaking background. 
Participants’ age:  Ages ranged from 17 to 79 years (this included the grandparents). Mothers’ age ranged from 
17 to 48 years with a mean age of 31.4 years. Eighteen percent of mothers were aged less than 25 years.
Maternal age at birth of first child:  The ages of mothers at the birth of their first child ranged from 16 to 43 
years with a mean of 26.3 years. Fifty-three percent of mothers had given birth to their first child when they were 
under the age of 25 years. 
Level of education:  Just under 30% (n = 34) of parents had not completed high school while 27% (n = 32) had 
completed a university or postgraduate degree (Figure 2). 
Figure 2: Level of education of participants
some high school
completed year 12
TAFE or trade qualification
university degree
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Employment status: Most participants were not in paid employment at both interviews:  
74% (n = 85) at Time 1 and 72% (n = 68) at Time 2. While most participants did not change their employment 
status between interviews, 16% (n = 15) had increased their level of engagement in paid employment while 12% 
(n = 11) had decreased their level of engagement in paid employment at the Time 2 interview.
Marital status: At Time 1, 24% (n = 28) of parents were single and 21% (n = 20) were single at  
Time 2. However, single parents were less likely to complete Time 2 interviews and so were slightly  
under-represented at Time 2. Only eight of the parents who responded to the marital status question in Time 2 
had changed their marital status from Time 1. Three of these participants had moved from being in a relationship 
with a partner to single status; one moved from being married to a different partner relationship; one moved from 
single status into a relationship with a partner; and three who reported relationships with a partner reported at 
Time 2 that they were now married.
Family income: Government benefits was the main source of household income for 33% (n = 38) of the 
participants at Time 1 and 32% of the participants (n = 31) at Time 2. The main household income was the salary 
of the participant or their partner for 66% (n = 75) of families at Time 1 and 68% (n = 66) at Time 2. While most 
parents did not change their status of  ‘benefits as the main family income’ at Time 1, 5% (n = 5) moved from 
government benefits at Time 1 to salary being the main family income at Time 2. A small group of participants, 
7% (n = 7), had moved to government benefits as the main income of household income at Time 2, having 
previously stated at Time 1 that salary was the main source of household income.
Household composition and mobility: The median household consisted of two adults and  
two children. The number of adults in the house ranged from one to five. The number of children living in the 
household at Time 1 ranged from zero (for grandparents) to eight. At Time 1, 35% of families had moved at least 
once in the last 12 months with 14% having moved more than once. Thirty-seven percent of families had been 
living in their current home for less than 12 months. Almost one quarter of participants (23%) had completed 
their last move from interstate or overseas. 
Parental  wellbeing
At Time 1, 40% of parents (n = 40) had experienced an episode of depression, lasting two weeks or more in the 
last year. At Time 2, parents were asked the same question but in relation to the last six months (i.e. since the 
Time 1 interview). At Time 2, 18% (n = 17) reported an episode of depression during the last six months. Of the 
Time 2 respondents, and taking the whole research period into consideration, 14% (n = 12) reported depression 
at both interviews; 33% (n = 31) at one interview only – usually Time 1; and 55% (n = 52) reported no episode of 
depression at Time 1 or Time 2. Nineteen percent (n = 19) of parents rated their overall health as only fair or poor 
at Time 1 and 23% (n = 22) gave the same rating at Time 2.
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Parental experiences with the 
playgroup
Duration of membership and previous 
attendance
At Time 1, 39% (n = 44) of parents reported that they had attended another playgroup program in the 
previous 12 months. The most common response when asked about how long they had been playgroup 
participants since the birth of their first child was 1 to 2 years (Figure 3).
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Figure 3:  Duration of overall playgroup attendance since the birth of first child
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Figure 4: Source of referral to supported playgroup
Referral source
Most parents had found out about the supported playgroup through Playgroup Queensland (including 
the website) (28%, n = 32); a community organisation (25%, n = 29); or from a family member or friend 
(21%, n = 24) (Figure 4).
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Reasons for joining playgroup
The most common reasons given for joining the playgroup were child-related reasons, such as ‘it helps my child 
develop skills they will need for going to school’ (94%, n = 103). These were closely followed by reasons related 
to addressing social isolation for parents such as ‘it gets me out of the house’ (88%, n = 100) (Figure 5). 
Find information on community services
Get advice about parenting
Build my parenting confidence and skills
Meet other parents
Gives me something to do
Gives me sense of connectedness
Gets me out of the house
Build’s child confidence and skills
Important for child to play with others
Help child develop skills for school
Figure 5: Reasons for joining playgroup
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Figure 6: Extent to which playgroup provided benefits
Satisfaction and benefits
On a five-point rating scale, parents rated their satisfaction with the playgroup and their satisfaction with the 
facilitator. The majority of parents were satisfied or very satisfied with the program. Of the participants, 56% 
were very satisfied with the program as a whole and a further 38% were satisfied. A total of 77% were very 
satisfied with the facilitator and a further 22% were satisfied. Parents were asked four questions to rate the 
extent to which they felt that attending the playgroup had provided them with particular benefits. 
Parents could rate the identified benefits on a scale of ‘not at all’, ‘a little’ or ‘a lot’. Most parents endorsed 
(either ‘a little’ or ‘a lot’) that playgroup attendance had enabled them: to meet and talk with other parents 
(95%); helped them to understand more about their child’s development (85%); helped them to learn new 
ways to play with and teach their child (84%); and helped them to find out about other relevant services 
(80%) (Figure 6).
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Parents also gave comments such as:
Playgroup is brilliant – they are more than happy to help with any questions. They share their experience of 
children but don’t force any views. They are welcoming and very open to people and ensure that everyone is 
treating each other with respect.
This group gives me lots of ideas. Other playgroups I have attended have mostly been kids just running around 
and not activities that you can’t do at home. 
[The benefits are that my] kids can learn from others and [get] interaction; social skills for school, and making new 
friendships with mothers.
I got so much from playgroup – meeting other mums with the same issues. I got so many answers, friendships etc 
from meeting them.
The group is like a little support network, we pass on good finds in the community – child-friendly places. The 
worker would help with developmental activities to stimulate my child who has a developmental delay.
In order to gauge whether playgroup attendance had social benefits for families beyond the playgroup 
session time, parents were asked at the Time 2 interview whether or not they had any contact with any of the 
playgroup families outside of the session. A total of 68% (n = 67) said ‘yes’ and almost all of these parents said 
that they thought that this contact would continue regardless of the future of the playgroup.
not at all a little a lot
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My second baby was premmie and it has been really awesome keeping in contact with the group – they sent gifts, 
offered to babysit the older child. I think they’ve been an excellent support during a rough time in my life – having a 
sick baby – and I am so glad I joined.
Parents were also asked to comment on whether or not they found that attending the group had met their 
original expectations. A total of 79% parents stated that their expectations had either been met or exceeded. 
[It’s been] very positive - better than expected, I got so much out of it.
Yes [my expectations have been met] a lot. I loved the support of families who understand ASD [Autistic Spectrum 
Disorder]. I wouldn’t have gone to a mainstream playgroup. 
Other parents (9%) said that their expectations had been met to some extent, but not fully.
[My expectations have been met] a little. I thought we would do more stuff – we just sit there. Worker was meant to 
find a parent to take over but no one wants to. Our group isn’t as structured as others I’ve heard of – we need more 
activities rather than free play. 
No [my expectations have not been met] – very negative experience. I’m lonely and want to make friends. Very small 
group – activity based. I expected more parents and kids. It is too small … ridiculous. There’s nothing going on there – 
nothing planned. I couldn’t meet anyone as there is no one to meet.
Parent views on transition to a community 
playgroup
At the Time 1 interview, a question was asked about how the parents felt the group would cope if the facilitator 
was not there. The parents were asked whether or not they thought that the parents could run the group if the 
facilitator called in sick. A total of 87% indicated either ‘yes’ or ‘maybe’.
At Time 2, 24 respondents were attending a playgroup that no longer had a paid facilitator although they had 
had a facilitator at Time 1. These parents were asked to comment on how the group was functioning in this 
post-transition phase as the playgroup moved from a supported playgroup to a being a regular community 
playgroup. Seven parents commented that the group was going ‘okay’ at this time. 
We have to do more work but that’s okay, as in other playgroups, you have to do the set up and pack up yourself. It’s 
not too bad.
The group was struggling for the first few weeks but it’s okay now.
Thirteen comments were made in relation to the negative impact of losing the facilitator with most comments 
focused on the loss of structure and the range of activities available to the group. Other comments were 
concerned with the workload on parents; the affordability of the venue without specific venue funding; and 
transport.
It isn’t as much fun as there isn’t as much structure and order. There is no session plan now – parents aren’t as brave as 
a worker. 
Now it is the responsibility of the parents I am waiting to see how it goes now school is back. The arrangement is 
for the keys and equipment to be passed around. With no facilitator we might struggle to get parents back. No one 
wanted to commit to running it so we agreed to share it around.
I am concerned about the affordability now we don’t have funding. With only seven or eight parents regularly 
attending, chipping in doesn’t even cover the rent. Without funding, we may fold.
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Real shame that we don’t get the facilitator anymore because it was the best playgroup I’ve ever  
been to. Communication between parents was okay until issues came up. We have to pay for the venue now  – so 
we had to give $3 per week but now some want more structure and resources for their $3 per week. One or two 
people who have taken over don’t want the responsibility but don’t want to hand it over either. The main 
person running it has one placid child so she doesn’t relate to the children who want to run and not sit and 
concentrate. She is getting very angry with parents about this. I think the group will fold in on itself – is getting very 
messy. It’s a real shame.
Several comments indicating concern over the prospect of the transition of the playgroup were also collected 
from the open-ended comments sought from parents at the Time 2 interview. The following comments come 
from parents whose group was approaching a transition time.
The worker is leaving soon and without her I think it might get a bit catty between the mums – one mum has decided 
to take over and is getting over the top – gets offended if others have ideas. It is highly structured now and not a 
relaxing experience. We are going through a transition right now with the worker stepping back. When we first 
started we had little cakes or cookies and hot drinks. Now there will be no worker and that won’t all be provided and 
that bugs me. I don’t understand why the funding is going. It is a bit of a let-down. 
It would be a travesty for PlayConnect to fold as I suspect it will if there are no facilitators. With PlayConnect, the 
facilitator is only there for a short period of time. Parents don’t feel this can work very well because with a child with 
ASD there is limited time for parents to plan playgroup activities. Facilitators do this really well to stimulate different 
skills in the children. We have child therapy appointments which are time consuming so it is impossible for parents to 
run playgroups themselves. I have heard this from most of the other mothers. Playgroup would not exist if they had 
to be run by the parents.
The facilitator is doing their last playgroup session this week. I’m not sure how it is going to go with parents running 
it. I have previously attended a parent-run playgroup and I felt excluded as a newcomer and there are no activities 
done for the kids. One of the parents is doing the paperwork and has keys but I am not sure who will run the 
activities. I want the worker to stay. The group will sink without her.
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Attendance and engagement in 
playgroup
Families’ anticipated attendance
At Time 1, 72% (n = 84) planned to attend every week that they could make it. Only 11% (n = 13) said that 
they planned to stop going or to go only occasionally. Almost all of these parents cited reasons of a schedule 
clash with another early childhood program; work commitments; or that their child would be starting school. 
Only two parents cited reasons of dissatisfaction with the group. At Time 2, 57% of parents (n = 57) were still 
attending the same playgroup and most planned to continue to go every week. However, 19% parents (n = 11) 
stated that they would only go occasionally or stop going quite soon. Reasons given included unsuitable venue 
or location; the group dynamics; the way the group was being run; or that the facilitator was leaving.
Enrolment across time
At Time 2, 57% of participants were still attending the playgroup that they were attending at Time 1. Of these 
people, 55% (n = 29) reported that their group still had a facilitator while 44% (n = 24) said the funding for the 
facilitator had ceased. In other words, they were in a ‘post-transition’ playgroup that was being run by 
the parents.
Of those playgroups at Time 2 which still had a facilitator present, 86% (n = 18) still had the same facilitator 
whom they had at Time 1. For a small number of parents (14%, n = 3), the person in the facilitator role had 
changed.
At Time 2, the remaining 43% of parents (n = 43) no longer attended the playgroup that they were attending at 
Time 1. Most of these parents (81%, n = 36) had not moved to another playgroup and were not participating in 
any playgroup at all. For those who had moved to another playgroup (18%, n = 8), most had chosen one that 
had a paid facilitator.
The main reasons given by parents who were no longer attending any playgroup were: returning to 
employment (30%); illness or injury within the family (15%); children going to school (12%); the day for the 
playgroup clashed with kindy, childcare or another program (12%); and issues related to the distance to travel 
to the playgroup or to the poor quality of the venue (12%). Almost no comments for ceasing attendance were 
related to dissatisfaction with aspects of the group itself.
For those parents who had changed groups (n = 8), reasons cited were related to the poor quality of the venue, 
the distance to travel and the lack of resources (4 comments); scheduling issues (2 comments); and interpersonal 
issues within the group (2 comments).
It was being held outside on an oval, too hot, kids irritable, not comfy. 
Some children at the playgroup were very aggressive and sick so I don’t go anymore. Parents were not controlling their 
children and I didn’t want my child hurt. I have changed to a different playgroup.
Communication between playgroup and staff needs improving. Different views of parents weren’t being heard and 
handled – for example, when one child was being violent there wasn’t any group discussion about it and the worker 
did not get involved to resolve the situation. It was just a few bitchy mums that made me leave, not all were like that.
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Attendance records
Attendance data was provided by facilitators for all participating playgroups, except for one group that 
had included four research participants. Another three research participants did not have any attendance 
documentation in their playgroup’s record book.
The number of sessions available to each family during the research period ranged from 1 to 22 (mean = 
10.93). Although the research was run over two school terms (approximately 20 school weeks) there were a 
number of disruptions that prevented playgroups from being run on a weekly basis at the beginning of 2011. 
There was widespread flooding in South-East Queensland and Cyclone Yasi hit north Queensland. One of 
the facilitators was also ill. These factors led to a number of sessions being cancelled (one to four sessions in 
each of four playgroups). This affected 27% of families (n = 31) in the research project for whom attendance 
data was available. Additionally, as data was collected across school Term 4 (2010) and Term 1 (2011), a small 
number of families had only one term of playgroup participation because their child began school in Term 1 
2011. The average number of sessions available to families who participated in the research was 11 sessions. 
The number of sessions attended by all families ranged from zero to 17 (mean = 5.6). For the total number 
of sessions for any playgroup that a family could attend, on average, a family attended 57% of the possible 
sessions. However, this could be an underestimation because it includes some families who were recruited 
towards the end of the research period and they may have had only one or two sessions available to them to 
attend before the data collection for the research concluded.
The number of sessions for which attendance data was available for each family varied, depending on 
when the family joined the research project, and other factors. It was decided that for any family, data for a 
minimum of six sessions needed to be available for that family to be included in further data analyses. This 
was to ensure that a reasonable period of time (minimum of six weeks) of data collection for each family 
was available to establish a pattern of attendance. A total of 89 families had a minimum of six sessions of 
attendance data available. For this group, attendance at available sessions ranged from 6% to 100%, with a 
mean level of attendance of 55% (Figure 7).
Although at Time 1, 72% of families reported that they planned to go along every week that they could 
make it, by Time 2, only 33.7% (n = 30) had attended over 75% of the sessions available to them, indicating a 
marked difference between anticipated and actual attendance.
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Barriers to continued attendance 
At Time 2, parents were asked to rate to what extent certain factors had been a barrier to their attendance. 
Parents rated the extent to which the factors were a barrier on a three-point scale (not at all, a little, a lot). The 
most common responses were their child’s health or behaviour, transport difficulties, relating to other parents, 
and the health of the parent (Figure 8). Many parents also gave other reasons. The most common reasons were 
being busy with work, study or other commitments (14 comments); difficulty getting out of the house on time 
with a newborn or multiple children (5 comments); dissatisfaction with the venue (4 comments); and other 
children’s health or behaviour (3 comments).
Comments included: 
It is challenging having it at the park as we don’t have a venue and have to watch the kids closely. Having no facility is 
terrible for the families.
The activities are great, but chasing a couple of kids when the venue is the park by the beach is very hard. 
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Significant factors associated with level  
of attendance
To analyse the relationship between attendance and how certain factors might be associated with levels of 
attendance, the 89 participants for whom there was a reasonable level of attendance data (i.e. a minimum of six 
sessions) were divided into two groups based on their attendance. ‘High attendees’ attended at least half of the 
sessions available to them (n = 52, 58.4%) and ‘low attendees’ attended less than half of the sessions available 
to them (n = 37, 41.6%). Differences between these groups were examined on a range of factors (parent 
characteristics, child characteristics, program factors and facilitator characteristics). The groups were found to 
differ in a number of ways that are described below. 
Benefits from playgroup attendance: Parents had been asked in the Time 2 interviews to rate certain benefits 
that they had gained through their attendance at playgroup. The four benefits rated were: (1) learnt new ways to 
play with and teach your child; (2) helped you to understand your child’s development; (3) met and talk with other 
parents; (5) found out about other services. The parents rated these items on a three-point scale: ‘not at all’, ‘a little’ 
or ‘a lot’. The ratings on the four items were treated as continuous and summed to create a single score for level of 
overall benefits gained through attendance. Differences between the scores for the two groups, high attendees 
and low attendees, were tested for significance using the statistical procedure of analyses of variance (ANOVA). 
High attendees reported more benefits from attendance compared to low attendees, F (1, 71) = 4.317, p = .041. 
Each of the four benefit items were then examined individually, using a Chi-square test for differences between 
the groups, across the three response categories for each item (i.e., not at all, a little, a lot). High attendees rated 
more highly the benefit item, ‘helped you to understand your child’s development’, compared to low attendees, 
Chi-square = 8.546, df = 2, p = .014. There were no differences between groups on the other three benefit items.
Family engagement: Facilitators rated family levels of engagement with the group in each week of attendance. 
For the final session for which a family had attendance data, a difference in level of parent engagement between 
the two attendance groups was found. High attendees were rated as more engaged than low attendees, 
F (1, 87) = 15.749, p = .000.
Parent satisfaction with the facilitator: Parents rated on a four-point scale (from ‘very dissatisfied’ to ‘very 
satisfied’) the degree to which they were satisfied with the playgroup facilitator. High attendees reported being 
more satisfied with the facilitator of their group than low attendees, F (1, 73) = 6.210, p = .015. Ratings of overall 
satisfaction with the playgroup did not differ between high and low attendees. 
Playgroup level differences: Some differences between the attendance groups were also found when 
differences between the playgroups were taken into account, based on information provided by facilitators in 
the survey that they completed about their work. However, these are cautionary findings because there were 
only eight facilitator surveys completed and because families are nested within groups. Facilitators rated their 
satisfaction with their work on a scale of one to 10. This was treated as a continuous measure for the statistical 
analysis. High attendees were more likely than low attendees to have a facilitator for their group who rated her 
satisfaction with her work more highly,  F (1, 67) = 8.148, p  = .006. 
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Engagement in playgroup
In the previous section, the specific attendance records of families at playgroups were addressed. In this section, 
engagement within the playgroup sessions is considered. In this sense, engagement is defined by the level of 
involvement in activities as well as the level of social participation of parents. 
Individual family engagement: As well as examining factors affecting attendance over time in supported 
playgroups, the research project explored the nature of families’ engagement within the program. Facilitators 
provided three ratings of engagement for each family for each session they attended. On a five-point scale, the 
facilitators rated the level of parent engagement with their own child, with other parents, and with the facilitator. 
These items worked well as a scale (Cronbach alpha above 0.9) so the items were combined to create an average 
engagement, score for each family, for each session attended. During the research period, ratings of family 
engagement at the first session rated and the last session rated, significantly improved from an average score of 
3.98 for the first session to an average score of 4.12 at the last session rated, t = -2.029, df = 109, p = .045.
Group engagement: At the overall playgroup level, facilitators rated five items each week, across the research 
period, about how well the group functioned. Three items rated parent involvement: parents helped to plan 
activities; parents helped to set up  and pack up activities. These items were rated on five-point scales, with higher 
scores indicating higher group participation, ranging from not at all involved, some parents involved, to most 
parents involved. Each item was examined individually. The extent to which parents helped to plan activities 
significantly improved over time, t = -3.998, df = 113, p = .000. It was rated as relatively low at the first session of 
data collection period but improved significantly by the time that the last session was rated. The extent to which 
the group helped to set up and pack up activities at each play group session did not significantly change over 
time. It remained at moderate (some parents participated) across time for how well families were engaged in 
setting up activities but there was high involvement across time (most parents participated) for engagement in 
packing up at the end of the playgroup session.
Facilitators also rated the overall group cohesion at each session on a five-point scale. No significant change in 
the ratings from the first to the final session across groups was found. Finally, facilitators rated the level of active 
participation by group members at each session also on a five-point scale. There was a mean rating of 3.97 at 
the first session rated and a mean of 4.3 at the final session rated. The extent to which active group participation 
increased over time was significant, t = -2.574, df = 111, p = 0.011. 
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Facilitators’ views about supported 
playgroups
Eight of the 12 facilitators involved in the research completed the survey about their work in playgroup. 
Because of the small sample size, the findings in this section must be considered as exploratory.  
Nevertheless, these findings provide important initial ideas for program providers on the experiences 
of facilitators.
All the facilitators were female. Seven of the eight facilitators had completed high school and five of the eight 
had a university degree. Facilitators were asked about their prior work experience in family and children’s 
services (e.g. in playgroups, early childhood education, schools, family support groups, early intervention 
services, and other family/child programs). While most had at least some experience working in schools or in 
early intervention programs, few had any experience in early childhood education or in running playgroups.
Satisfaction
Facilitators were asked to rate their satisfaction with their initial training, the level of ongoing support, the 
resources for running the playgroup, and the playgroup venues. These items were rated on a four-point scale, 
with response options ranging from ‘very satisfied’ to ‘very dissatisfied’. Facilitators were most satisfied with the 
ongoing support provided to them and least satisfied with their initial training (Figure 9). 
6
5
4
3
2
1
0
initial  
training
ongoing  
support
resources venue/facilities
N
um
be
r o
f  
re
sp
on
se
s
very dissatisfied dissatisfied satisfied very satisfied
Figure 9: Facilitator satisfaction with training, support, resources and venue
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Facilitators were also asked to indicate to what extent they felt their training had prepared them to work in the 
field, and specifically in regards to circumstances in which they might find themselves working with the target 
populations for supported playgroups. These items were rated on a three-point scale (‘not at all’, ‘a little’, ‘a lot’). 
Facilitators felt most prepared to support the parents to run the group themselves and prepare for the transition 
to a community-based playgroup model. However, they felt that their initial training had not prepared them well 
to work with vulnerable families, to engage families and encourage attendance, or to provide child development 
advice to families (Figure 10).
Facilitators rated their overall satisfaction with their work as a facilitator on a 10-point scale, from 1 (‘highly 
dissatisfied’) to 10 (‘highly satisfied’). Responses ranged from 3 to 9 with a mean of 7.75. This indicated relatively 
high satisfaction.
When asked to comment on the most enjoyable part of the job, facilitators focused on watching the growth in 
families and groups. For example:
Watching the groups come together and grow; seeing the children’s confidence blossom thoroughout the year and no 
longer needing to be right next to their parent/grandparent; parents wanting more information relating to parenting 
and their child; confidence in everyone.
When asked to comment on the most challenging aspect of the work, facilitators’ comments were related to 
the extent of unpaid work involved; inappropriate venues or levels of resourcing; and the inconsistent 
attendance of families.
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Benefits and barriers for families
Similarly to parents, facilitators were asked to respond on a three-point scale (‘not at all’, ‘a little’,  
‘a lot’), on the extent to which they felt that supported playgroups provided particular benefits to the families 
attending. The potential benefits were endorsed strongly by the facilitators, with the most strongly endorsed 
benefit being the value to parents of networking with other parents; learning new ways to play with their child; 
gaining knowledge on child development; building parental confidence and finding out about community 
services (Figure 11).
When asked to comment on the most valuable aspect of supported playgroups for families, facilitators identified 
a range of issues but generally focused on the socialisation opportunities for parents and children.
To have contact to others similar to themselves.
To have a place to share concerns on parenting in a non-threatening environment. 
A place that provides information about other services available to them. 
When asked to comment on the barriers to attendance for families, facilitators most often cited the very reasons 
for which families are targeted to attend supported playgroups – disadvantage across a number of areas in 
their lives, particularly financial disadvantage, social isolation, and chaotic home lives. Comments about barriers 
included:
Practical obstacles such as public transport, costs and time. Things can be erratic in their own lives in just trying to 
have basic needs met. Financial [problems] and lack of family support.
It’s very different running a playgroup with parents who are also struggling to make ends meet in their lives … as they 
cope as young parents; budgeting, cultural issues, homelessness, family and DV [domestic violence], drug and alcohol 
dependency and family reunification issues … and some are dealing with all these issues together. … paying for 
playgroups would not be on their horizons.
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Figure 11: Facilitator views on the extent to which benefits are provided to playgroup families
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Session structure
Facilitators responded on a four-point scale, with response options from ‘not at all important’ to ‘very important’, 
to a series of eight items on which they rated the extent to which they felt that elements of structure within each 
session were important. The session components considered as most important by facilitators were book and 
reading time, a group snack time, and music time. Beginning the session with a group time was regarded by 
most as not at all important. There were mixed views regarding the importance of structure and a set routine for 
each week (Figure 12). 
Only the extremes of the four point response scale are shown here – ‘not at all important’ and ‘very important’ in 
order to provide an easily interpreted ‘picture’ of responses.
Facilitators were asked to describe their ideal session structure. Responses ranged from highly structured, such 
as the first example below, to more flexible arrangements as in the second example.
Example 1
9:30 – finish set up and arrival (facilitator begins at 9am but parents also help so they are involved with initial stages)
9:45 – welcome song and explain craft/activities
9:50 – directed craft (parents encouraged to play/make with child)
10:15 – tidy craft table – set up for group snack
10:30 – group snack – shared fruit and sandwiches
10:45 – tidy snack – outdoor play or activities inside
11:10 – tidy up time (some adults do this while story time begins), story time, songs and puppets
11:30 – goodbye song
Example 2
We didn’t really have any structure. We provided... [snacks] for parents but the rest of the time was spent sharing 
stories and experiences. We had a short music time, which helps new parents learn nursery rhymes etc to sing to their 
baby at home.
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Figure 12: Facilitator views on degree of importance of session elements* 
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Supporting parent engagement
Facilitators were asked to comment on how they thought parents could best be encouraged to maintain 
attendance. Responses related to providing ongoing financial support and incentives, relationship building and 
provision of practical advice, choosing appropriate venues, and providing referrals and transport.
These playgroups had free membership but they are worried now about retaining and getting new members as most 
families are not well off and the cost for memberships puts them off.
[We need to] encourage parents to come along, even when running late. Give advice on how to manage time better 
(i.e. having nappy bag, snacks, etc packed the night before).
Supporting transition
When asked to provide ideas on how supported playgroups could best be supported to transition to 
parent-run groups, facilitators focused on allowing parents to take on roles in stages and giving them 
opportunities to practise those roles, providing skills and boosting confidence, giving group members  practical 
strategies and providing ongoing support.
As a group, share ideas that all can use (i.e. craft idea list, song list, list of community contacts available to them if help 
needed). Have bank account set up and working. Organise particular people for certain jobs. Make sure all parents 
know where equipment/resources live. Make sure all know the routines for pack up, set up, group time. Allow for 
practice.
Learning from experience and observation. Facilitator demonstrates set up and routines for the  playgroup and 
then parents can take on small roles (i.e. in charge of snack time, or craft or story time). This can then lead to parents 
running their own playgroup. 
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Research implications
This research study provides a detailed picture of the demographic characteristics of a group of supported 
playgroup participants, along with their reasons for attending, their attendance levels and associated factors. 
The study also contributes to an understanding of facilitators’ views on supported playgroups by reporting 
findings from a survey completed by a small number of staff. The findings for this research must be considered 
as exploratory. The study had a limited sample and is not representative of all supported playgroups that 
operate within Queensland or across Australian states. However, there are some useful findings that have 
implications for the ongoing development of supported playgroup programs.
In relation to parent attendance, it was encouraging to note that most parents’ intentions were to regularly 
attend the playgroup at which they were enrolled when the initial phone interviews were conducted. However, 
this intention was generally not realised with actual attendance levels of these participants quite low across the 
research period. The average attendance rate of 55% is similar to attendance rates at comparable programs that 
target high-risk groups (Baker, Arnold & Meagher, 2010; Nicholson, Berthelsen & Vogel, 2008). A number of barriers 
to attendance for these families do not appear to be amenable to change, such as parent work rosters, child illness 
and parent health issues. However, a number of factors that statistically differentiated high-attending parents from 
low-attending parents may be able to be addressed by program providers.
The evidence from this study suggests that the training, support and job satisfaction of facilitators may be 
important elements in supporting family attendance. Families who were in the higher attendee group were 
more likely to have a facilitator who was highly satisfied in her work. Furthermore, high-attending parents 
reported receiving more benefits from attending the program, particularly in the area of child development 
knowledge. This suggests that efforts to train facilitators to provide child development knowledge to parents, 
although not in a didactic way, and to provide ongoing support and resources to facilitators have the potential 
to improve attendance levels. The varying levels of satisfaction with initial training provided to the facilitators 
further suggests that attention be paid to what elements of training are most important to provide. 
Higher attendance was also associated with higher parent engagement with other parents, their own children 
and the facilitator, as rated by the facilitators. This finding is supported by more detailed research into group 
processes and program retention which found that parent qualities of leadership and positive alliances with 
the group was associated with higher attendance levels (Coatsworth, Duncan, Pantin, & Szapocznik, 2006). 
Developing facilitators’ skills to encourage family engagement in each of these areas and developing awareness 
and understanding of the ongoing group dynamics is likely to lead to higher ongoing attendance.
A high proportion of parents reported a history of depression. In a related study, Gorman-Smith et al. (2002) 
found that parents who reported higher levels of loss and economic stressors required substantial time and 
effort on the part of practitioners to become engaged in a family-focused preventative intervention. However, 
once this effort to recruit and retain these families was extended, their participation level was relatively high. 
These findings suggest that further awareness and understanding by facilitators of the mental health issues 
faced by parents may also lead to improved attendance for these families. Facilitators should be trained to 
identify signs and symptoms of parental stress; to make families aware of available services, as appropriate; 
and to be aware that these families are likely to need ongoing support to sustain their attendance at the group. 
Given that supported playgroups are designed and mandated to provide support for vulnerable families, this is 
an important finding that suggests that supported playgroups need to address these concerns of their targeted 
populations.
Findings from the current study indicate that careful consideration of playgroup transition issues, and 
management of group dynamics may be warranted. Many parents indicated a degree of confidence in the 
transition process (parents being able to run the group themselves) at the initial phone interviews. However, 
at the second phone interview with parents, parents who were attending groups who had transitioned were 
concerned about the sustainability of the group and there were signs of discontent with the way that groups 
were being run. The communication between facilitators and the group was also identified as an issue for 
concern by a number of parents. In some groups, it was reported that disagreement between group members 
was not openly dealt with and that shared leadership and ownership had not been established. These concerns 
had resulted in parents decreasing their attendance or leaving the group altogether. The degree of structure 
in sessions preferred by parents varied greatly across the participants. Perhaps this is exactly the sort of issue 
that could be raised by the facilitator to discuss openly with the group on a regular basis to gauge the needs 
and desires of the group members. It would appear that there needs to be a balance between free play and 
structured activities but that this may be a decision that facilitators and group members need to make together.
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Conclusions 
These research findings can inform service providers about parents’ experiences of supported playgroups and 
why parents engage and disengage from groups. Further research can validate the influences which have 
been identified in this report about factors that affect attendance and engagement in supported playgroups 
over time. Involvement is influenced by parental characteristics, the characteristics of the facilitators, and 
the nature of the programs which includes the physical elements, such as the location and venue, and the 
available resources. An understanding that there is a balance between what programs are able to provide 
and the expectations of parents is important. However, greater attention to how and why families choose to 
involve themselves in supported playgroup can guide the identification by service providers of strategies that 
may maintain family involvement. If supported playgroups are to achieve the desired outcomes of providing 
parenting support then ongoing examination of influential factors affecting parent involvement is worthwhile. 
These research findings have relevance to many organisations operating playgroup programs. Supported 
playgroups are a nation-wide service platform accessed by many Australian families with young children. It is 
important to enhance the capacities of such playgroups to retain vulnerable families in services so that positive 
outcomes for young children are achieved.
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